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The act of smelling something, anything, is remarkably like the act of thinking itself.  

Immediately, at the very moment of perception, you can feel the mind going to work, sending 

the odor around place to place, setting off complex repertories throughout the brain, polling 

one center after another for signs of recognition, old memories, connections.   

This is as it should be.  

                             Lewis Thomas, Late Night Thoughts on Listening to Mahler’s Ninth Symphony 

 

 

To find out what the experts have had to say on the subject of a bird’s sense of smell, I 

consulted some of my old textbooks of ornithology: 

 

VanTyne & Berger, Fundamentals of Ornithology, copyright 1959… “Thus it is seen that data 

are too fragmentary and contradictory to warrant positive statements regarding the importance of 

the sense of smell in birds…..Based on morphological evidence, however, one must assume that 

some birds have a sense of smell, but that, by and large, this sense is poorly developed in birds; 

its influence on behavior is little understood.” 

 

William Beebe, The Bird, copyright 1966 … “we shall see how it is that this sense is but little 

developed among feathered creatures.” 

 

Welty, The Life of Birds, copyright 1962 .... “As the small olfactory lobe of the brain indicates, 

the sense of smell is relatively unimportant to a bird.” 

  

Gill, Ornithology, copyright 1995 … “The avian sense of smell has traditionally been 

underestimated.  Simple and critical olfactory functions can be accommodated by very small 

amounts of olfactory tissues.” 

 

 As one can see the ability of birds to smell was unknown well into the 20th century. The results 

of a few poorly designed studies were hotly debated.  

 

John James Audubon performed a number of field experiments to shed some light on the issue of 

the ability and the usefulness of the sense of smell in birds.  He stuffed a deerskin with straw and 

placed it in the middle of a field.  A Turkey Vulture circled the deerskin and came to rest close to 

the skin, pecked at it a few times then flew away.  His conclusion was that the bird utilized its 

visual sense to find the study skin and that the bird did not use a sense of smell.  Next, he took a 

several-day-old putrid hog and placed it in the middle of a field.  Vultures circled the field, but 

none landed near the carcass.  Audubon’s conclusion was that “the power of smelling in these 

birds has been grossly exaggerated” and that “people abandon the deeply-rooted notion” that 

Turkey Vultures discover their prey by smell.  What Audubon did not know was that Turkey 

Vultures avoid putrefied prey, preferring fresh killed prey.  

 

Audubon became aware of anatomic studies of avian brain anatomy, noting the presence of a 

large olfactory nerve in the Turkey Vulture.  Writing in Birds of America,  Audubon seemed 



 

willing to consider the possibility of a highly 

developed sense of smell:  “The olfactory 

nerve has been ascertained in mammals to be 

the instrument of smell; but in the class of 

birds, experiments  and observations are 

wanting to determine its precise function, 

although analogy would lead us to suppose it 

to be the same in them…..The experiments 

instituted  upon Vultures shew that not only 

are they not led to their prey by the sense of 

smell, but also that they are not made sensible 

by it of the presence of food when in their 

immediate proximity.  Yet, if the olfactory 

nerve be really the nerve of smell, and if a 

large expansion of the nasal membrane be 

indicative of an extension of the faculty, one 

would necessarily infer that Vultures must 

possess it in a high degree.” 

 

Strong evidence supporting the Turkey 

Vulture’s use of their sense of smell in 

locating prey was discovered by natural gas 

line workers who use a rather foul smelling 

chemical, ethyl mercaptan, to find leaks in 

pipelines.  This is the same substance released 

by decomposing organic material.  The 

workers follow circling Vultures to the site of 

the leaks. 

 

The size of the avian brain’s olfactory lobe is one of the few anatomic clues to how well a 

particular species can smell. Turkey Vultures have the largest olfactory system in the new world 

vultures.  Black Vultures, which have a smaller olfactory lobe than Turkey Vultures, rely more 

on its sight to locate food.  They often follow Turkey Vultures to the sight of prey.  King 

Vultures, which have the second largest olfactory lobe among new world Vultures, hunt 

primarily over the dense tropical forest canopy of Central and South America and must depend 

on a keen sense of smell to locate food. 

  

Other species which have a relatively large olfactory lobe include: 

 

Leach’s Storm-Petrel (Oceandroma leucorrhoa) home in on their island nesting location at 

night by flying upwind following a scent.  Their homing ability was diminished when their 

nostrils were plugged. 

 

Oilbird  (Steatornis caripenis) which I have had the privilege of seeing in Trinidad and Bolivia, 

make use of a combination of senses—echolocation, to find their way in the darkness of caves in 



 

which they nest, and a highly developed sense of smell to find their way to the fruit of the palm 

and laurel trees upon which they feed . 

 

Kiwi (Apteryx ) with nostrils located at the end of their long beaks and a highly developed 

olfactory chamber, kiwis are able to feed on insects and worms without seeing or feeling them. 

 

Many pelagic species, Albatross, Petrels, Fulmars and Shearwaters, all seem to respond to the 

chemical di-methyl sulfide, DMS, which is produced when krill, their main food source, devour 

phytoplankton. 

 

Jennifer Ackerman, in her book The Bird Way, notes that Guanay cormorants form a floating 

raft of birds that shifts in orientation continuously over the course of the day to indicate the 

direction of ephemeral prey patches of krill.  Every cormorant leaving the colony to fish joins the 

raft for guidance before heading for feeding grounds. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

Questions and/or comments---email me at eapyeritz@gmail.com. 
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